Statement of the Solomon Islands - Pacific Technical Cooperation Session, UN CEDAW Committee, April 2025

Introduction of Delegation

1. Head of Delegation: Dr Cedric Alependava, Permanent Secretary, Ministry of Women Youth Children and Family Affairs
2. Member: Vaela Falefehi Ngai, Director, Women’s Development Division, Ministry of Women Youth Children and Family Affairs
3. Member: Linda Wate, Deputy Secretary, Ministry of Education Human Resources Development 
4. Member: Kyla Venokana, Senior Legal Officer, Ministry of Justic and Legal Affairs
5. Member: Linda Tupe, Director, Ministry of Health and Medical Services
6. Member: Walter Diamana, Deputy Secretary, Ministry of Home Affairs
7. Secretariat: Juliana Zutu, SAFENET Coordinator, Ministry of Women Youth Children and Family Affairs

Introduction

Madam Chair, esteemed CEDAW Committee members, distinguished delegates, ladies, and gentlemen.

I bring greetings from the Government and People of Solomon Islands and also, from the Minister responsible for women youth children and family affairs who sends her deepest regrets as she is unable to attend this Pacific Technical Cooperation Session.

Madam Chair,
I take this opportunity to sincerely thank the Chair of the UN CEDAW Committee for the gracious invitation to the Solomon Islands Government to be a part of this historical Pacific Technical Cooperation Session of the UN CEDAW Committee. We are very honored to be one of only three Pacific Countries to be selected to have this opportunity to dialogue with you regarding our country’s experiences, progress, challenges, and future trajectory of our efforts to realise women’s human rights in Solomon Islands. 

Madam Chair,
We also thank the Government of the Republic of Fiji for graciously hosting this session and to the Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat, Pacific Community SPC, University of the South Pacific and all the relevant UN Bodies for your continuous support to our Pacific Island Governments and leadership in recognising the need to bring this very prestigious reporting process to our door step.

We thank the UN CEDAW Committee for the adoption of the simplified reporting procedure which has enabled us to submit our responses to the List of Issues and Questions Prior to Reporting constituting our 4th and 5th periodic reports.

Madam Chair,
Twenty-three years ago, the Solomon Islands Government acceded to CEDAW without reservations. Our presence here today, reaffirms that commitment to align our laws, policies, and practices with the principles of CEDAW. 

State Report Process

Madam Chair,
A significant process that we adopted to develop our CEDAW report was to establish our CEDAW Technical Working Group, which was a sub-committee to our Solomon Islands National Advisory Council on CEDAW. This Technical Working Group was a handful of female Solomon Islanders in Government supported by young female volunteers, responsible for the data collection and development of our report. 

Madam Chair,
We are very proud to highlight today, that for the first time, we developed our own CEDAW report with very minimal external technical support. This has greatly changed the way we view reporting to CEDAW, with more appreciation that CEDAW reporting processes and any other treaty reporting for that matter, is a powerful tool for empowering governments particularly women’s machineries who are responsible for the coordination and development of National CEDAW Reports.

Madam Chair,
The Solomon Islands, a nation of approximately 700,000 people, is composed of more than 900 islands spanned across 28,896 square kilometres, with a vast majority, more than 80%, of our population living in rural and remote communities. The cultural and geographical diversity that defines our country also shapes the challenges and opportunities that we face in advancing gender equality and women’s rights in Solomon Islands including meeting our reporting obligation, particularly in the need to ensuring input from rural and remote women.

Madam Chair,
In light of these challenges, we collected information however best we can, as follows: through research and literature reviews; reviews conducted to inform new and revised gender frameworks at both national and provincial; convening of the formal implementation, coordination and reporting mechanism for our National Gender Equality Policy; and ongoing standard reporting on gender and women’s policies.

The final processes included a write shop; a validation workshop on the draft report; finalizing of the report and finally Cabinet endorsement in November 2024.

Election and Electoral Reforms

Madam Chair
17th April 2024, was a historical day for Solomon Islands as we went to the polls to elect our leaders for the National Parliament and Provincial Assemblies, simultaneously, for the very first time. Within the first seven months of being in office, our newly formed Government, the Government for National Unity and Transformation, endorsed our submitted CEDAW report, displaying our continuing commitment to CEDAW.

The National elections for the first time, saw three women voted directly into Parliament and not through by-elections, as in past elections. While we acknowledge that this does not address the historical underrepresentation of women in politics in the Solomon Islands, this nevertheless is a very significant small step for us. The number of women voted into Provincial Assemblies has also remained consistent at 4.

Madam Chair,
We envisage that in the long run, the Simultaneous elections can boost voter turnout, benefiting women candidates by expanding their support base and reducing voter fatigue, which often affects women more due to domestic duties. Campaign costs will also be lower, making it more affordable for women with fewer financial resources to run for office. It will also allow more focus on national issues, including women's rights and gender equality, raising the profile of these issues. The "coattail effect" can help women candidates by associating them with popular national candidates from the same party and will also encourage political parties to adopt more inclusive platforms, leading to greater attention to women's issues.

Madame Chair,
Additionally, our Electoral reform Commitment to support women’s political involvement include implementing gender quotas to ensure women's representation in parliament; a proportional representation systems that have shown to result in higher female representation compared to majoritarian systems; Campaign finance reforms that can level the playing field, helping women candidates who often lack financial resources; Voter education and outreach programs that can boost women’s participation by providing necessary information and resources; addressing violence against women in elections, ensuring gender-sensitive electoral processes, and encouraging political parties to adopt gender quotas.

Updates since Submission of Report

Madam Chair,
Please allow me to share with the CEDAW Committee, what we believe are key progresses and achievements, in meeting our obligation under CEDAW, information either not captured in the report, or are significant updates since we submitted our report.

Legislative Updates

Madam Chair,
Some of the significant progresses we have made worth noting in terms of the legislative reforms highlighted in the report includes: 
· the establishment of a Constituent Assembly, responsible for the development of a rule of procedure for the continuation of the drafting of the Draft Federal Constitution was established under the Constitution (Amendment) (Constituent Assembly) Act 2023; 
· the on-going review consultation of the Islanders Marriage Act, with one consultation held as recent as two weeks ago on 28th March 2025. It is worth noting that a key objective of the review of the Islander’s Marriage Act is to determine and report on whether it is consistent with human rights conventions including CEDAW and the increase of the legal age of marriage from 15 to 18; 
· there is now a discussion on the commitment to review the Affiliation, Separation and Maintenance Act;
· the legislative review of Solomon Islands compliance to International Labour Standards has been completed to inform the review of our employment and labour related laws including the Labour Act. Additional to this significant work, is the development of our first ever National Employment Policy which is now at its finalisation stage. Thematic areas covered in the policy includes social protection, working conditions and the promotion of employment opportunities for women, youth and persons with disabilities;
· there is a proposal for a standalone legislation on Trafficking in Person to address the legal gaps in the Immigration Act 2012.
· a proposed Temporary Special Measures standalone legislation as a legal option for addressing the historical underrepresentation of our women in our Provincial Assemblies. A technical taskforce, which includes representatives from the prime minister’s office and our Electoral Commission is currently pending cabinet submission and approval, will be tasked to look into this proposed Bill and its implementation.
· the passing of the new Education Act 2023 and its subsidiary Regulations and Administrative Instructions for provincial education coordination, education providers, school boards, school communities, teachers, school leaders and schools and early childhood centres.

Madam Chair,
A legislative reform worth noting that was not captured in our report but have strong implications for women’s health and access to health is our new Civil Registration Bill 2024 which provides for the mandatory registration of All live births. This new reform will seek to ensure all our women give birth at proper health facilities where their children will be registered through the health facilities that officiated their births. This Act will limit the old practice of unregistered births that usually occurs outside of proper health facilities, without proper nurses/caregivers. Additionally, the Bill will help address women’s access to justice in terms of custody of children and division of matrimonial property. The Bill in now pending Cabinet endorsement planned for 2nd quarter of 2025.

Madam Chair,
Despite these advancements, the successful completion of these legislative reforms is not without its challenges. Ensuring women’s voices including those in rural and remote areas in legislative consultations is a particular challenge when resources a limited and when there is strong societal gender stereotyping of women’s capabilities to attend such consultations. While we have seen some improvement in this area, there is still a lot of work that needs to be done. We also acknowledge that enforcement of these laws once commenced will continue to faces challenges for related reasons.

Policies and Programs Updates

Madam chair,
In terms of policies and programs, I am happy to share some significant achievements and progresses since we submitted our report.

Consultations on our National Development Strategy Performance Frame work has begun last week which is an exercise that involves identifying indicators and setting targets for the National Development Strategy objectives. This has provided the critical opportunity for ensuring indicators aligned to CEDAW are captured across all our national planning processes.

Madam Chair
Our Cabinet has now endorsed the Ministry of Public Service Gender Equality and Social Inclusion Policy 2025 to 2035, a testament of our Government’s vision to ensure the principles of non-discrimination, equal treatment and opportunities are practiced for the well-being of women, men and persons with disabilities employed in the public service and essentially a catalyst for people-centred development and gender mainstreaming across the public sector.

Madam Chair,
Our recently launched National Security Strategy 2025-2028 provides a comprehensive framework to enhance Solomon Islands National Security by addressing root causes of insecurity, improving disaster preparedness, protecting human rights, and promoting gender equality and the empowerment of women and youth in peacebuilding.

Madam Chair,
Our Inland Revenue Division has been setting a great example of the application of gender mainstreaming for whole of government, through the implementation of their Gender Action Plan: The Road Forward which outlines key focus areas including on Leadership and Accountability; Career Support and Development; Flexible Workplace Practices; and Supportive and Inclusive workplace.

The Ministry of Infrastructure and Development Safeguards Procedures Manual was developed to implement the National Transport Plan 2017–2036. The manual has established a grievance redress mechanism that is gender-sensitive and gender-responsive including the need for a female focal point and gender analysis to be conducted in all approved infrastructure projects

Madam Chair,
To continue to strengthen our gender mainstreaming efforts across whole of government is the commitment to review our gender equality course within our Institute of Public Administration and Management to be rolled out in 2026. 

In addition, in March 2024 a significant agreement was undertaken by the Ministry of Finance and Treasury and the Ministry of Women Youth Children and Family Affairs to pilot gender responsive budgeting in five government ministries, namely, the Ministries responsible for police, health, justice, education and fisheries. To support this process a Gender Responsive Public Financial Management Public Expenditure and Financial Accountability Assessment report for Solomon Islands is currently in the process of being finalised.

Madam Chair,
The roll out of the gender budgeting continues to be challenging, particularly hindered by the low capacity of relevant stakeholders to conduct gender impact assessment, general lack of processes to collect and use sex-disaggregated data in planning, programming and budget design and monitoring and the lack of gender statistics on national level provides a challenge for gender analytical work.

Madam Chair,
The Solomon Islands, like other Pacific Island nations, is on the frontlines of climate change. Integrating gender considerations into climate policies, measures, and reporting is an evolving process for Solomon Islands, that recognizes the significant differential impact of climate change on women and men. For the first time, the following key climate change reporting obligations incorporates gender considerations particularly in its adaptation planning and mitigation actions: the Solomon Islands National Determined Contribution 2021, the Third National Contribution and the upcoming Solomon Islands first Biennial Transparency Report. The increasing uptake of gender considerations into climate change policies and actions can be attributed to significant researches conducted, providing critical baselines, evidences and data for the importance of gender equality in the address of climate change and disaster management. 

Madam Chair,
We acknowledge that to improve gender-responsive climate actions, comprehensive capacity-building programs are needed to effectively mainstream gender equality across sectors, where strategies should include conducting gender audits, ensuring robust data collection on gender-specific climate impacts, and setting up of institutional governance arrangements for better coordination, monitoring and reporting.

Madam Chair,
Following our inaugural TrackGBV Training of Trainers last year, a program that sought to support judicial policy reform by increasing the transparency, consistency, and accountability in judiciaries by uncovering gender bias and discrimination in sentencing, through data and technology, we are looking to continue the momentum this year through another refresher training with the key aim of developing a policy paper for a guideline on sentencing for judges.

Madam Chair,
Addressing gender-based violence through the implementation of the Family Protection Act and ensuring timely and quality service provision continues to be of high priority for the government. Domestic violence counselling in Solomon Islands is largely unregulated, but the 2020 launch of our Domestic Violence Counselling Guidelines established a mechanism for registering counsellors, with 8 currently registered, though their names are not yet public. The next call for applications to be a registered domestic violence counsellor is planned for this year which we envisage will increase our number of registered counsellors.

Deeply entrenched cultural norms and attitudes about women’s roles in society often reinforce the cycle of violence and continue to be a challenge in our address of gender-based violence. While this is long overdue, the government is committed to ensuring renewed efforts for changing attitudes and behaviours towards gender-based violence. As of March, this year, the government has begun the process of developing an ending violence against women and girl’s prevention strategy to ensure a wholistic and better coordinated approach to the prevention aspect of ending violence against women and girls.

Madam Chair,
We have also, in response to our Family Protection Act review recommendations, began conversations with our Ministry responsible for our police force for the development of a standalone comprehensive training manual for Police on their duties under the Act. We anticipate that substantive work will begin this year 2025.

Madam Chair,
We have made significant step in our effort to provide safety and better protection of public servants particularly women and girls from sexual harassment in the workplace. Our Ministry of Public Service is now embarking on the development of an Anti-Sexual Harassment in the Workplace Policy informed by findings from a survey that looked into the prevalence rate of sexual harassment in the Public Service.

Madam Chair,
An emerging concern for Solomon Islands is the increasing gender-based violence reports related to our Pacific Australia Labour Mobility Scheme. Women make up 21% of short-term contracts and 13.3% of long-term contracts. To further investigate this concern, a study was carried out to establish the impacts of the Scheme on women and children. The findings has informed the development of the Solomon Islands Labour Mobility Policy and Action Plan 2024-2028.
Madam Chair,
We acknowledge that there is still significant challenges and gaps to addressing violence against women and girls particularly in rural and remote areas. Lack of safe shelters, inadequate funding for CSO operating in the Ending Violence against Women and Girls space, limited training for police officers, and gaps in the judicial response to violence all remain pressing issues including the meaningful engagement of men and boys.

Madam Chair,
One emerging concern for government is the absence of a comprehensive Social Protection Policy. Official conversations have begun led by our Social Welfare Division for the development of a Social Protection Policy. The Solomon Islands Government is also a member of the Regional Community of Practise for Social Protection in the Pacific, provides us with the opportunity to learn from best practices within the region.

Madam Chair,
To ensure that our efforts to address the low economic status of women in Solomon Islands, remains relevant and are targeted, we have now completed the consultation and validation phase of the review of our 2nd iteration of our National Strategy on the Economic Empowerment of Women and Girls 2020-2023. We will be submitting the review report and the revised Strategy for Cabinet’s endorsement this year.

Madam Chair,
A significant effort to support gender mainstreaming in the private sector, is through the development of a Private Sector Gender Checklist which the government is looking to support its socialisation this year.

Madam Chair,
An area which we did not report on, is our women’s successes in sports and our efforts to promote them across different sporting fields. From 19th November to 2nd December 2023, Solomon Islands was a proud host of the 17th South Pacific Games in Honiara, a mini version of the Olympics for the Pacific. Even though we did not win most medals, of the 79 medals we won, 40 were won by our female athletes, maintaining a trend they established in the Mini Pacific Games in Saipan, Northern Marianas in 2022, where they won 20 out of the 28 medals won by the Solomon Islands contingent.

Madam Chair,
We also for the first time had a Solomon Islands Paralympics team to the Paris 2024 Olympics, to ensure we continue to uphold the principle of inclusivity even in our sports sector. To support this effort the government launched its first ever National Sports and Recreational Policy 2021-2035, in May 2022 establishing specific policy outcomes that seeks to improve access to recreation through development and inclusive facilities and active environments; Promote gender equality and inclusive access for all to sports and recreation; and Develop and enhance the local sporting industry to increase employment opportunities and enhance the economic contributions of the sports and recreation sector. 

Madam Chair,
We acknowledge that some of these policies and programs is still in their infancy stage and will continue to require strong commitment including political will and resourcing to ensure their effective implementation. It is on this note that I want to take this opportunity to acknowledge and commend all the excellent work by our Civil Society organisations including our faith-based organisations and particularly our women-led organisations in advancing gender equality in Solomon Islands. I also want to acknowledge one of governments strength has been our strong positive relationships and partnerships with CSOs.
 The significant support by donors and development partners is also very commendable. Tagio tumas!

Conclusion

As we reflect on the achievements and challenges in our journey toward gender equality, we recognize that the work ahead will require sustained efforts and international cooperation. The Solomon Islands calls on the international community to continue supporting our efforts to implement CEDAW in the following ways:

We seek continued support for strengthening the capacity of our national institutions to effectively implement gender equality policies and provide services to women and girls.

The availability of gender-disaggregated data remains a challenge. We call for support in improving the collection and use of data to inform policy-making and track progress on gender equality indicators and to inform effective communication at all levels to deepen understanding and support for addressing gender equality issues.

Partnerships with clear long-term objectives is needed and adequate financial resources are critical.

Madame Chair
Once again, we would like to reiterate our commitment to the implementation of CEDAW. Thank you.
